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Mike Brooks:  And now, from Boulder, Colorado, welcome to ClimbTalk.

smoky:  KVCU 1190, Boulder.  Home of the ‘Buffs!

MB:  My name is Mike Brooks, and that was smoky, and in the KVCU 1190 studio tonight we have, from the Rocky Mountain Rescue group, Rich Farnham and Ian Baring-Gould.  Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.

Rich Farnham:  Thanks for having us.

Ian Baring-Gould:  Yeah, our pleasure.

MB:  So, I understand there was a rescue last night.  Tell us about that.

IBG:  Just a pretty standard one that we get this time of year.  The days are a little bit shorter and people don’t necessarily remember that as they go up climbing in the morning.  Some guys who did a climb down in Eldo got to the top and got there late and had a hard time getting back down.  So, we had to go up and pick them up.

MB:  Interesting.  And you were talking about the Second Flatiron.  Here in Boulder, Colorado we have the Flatirons.  And you guys did a rescue off the Second Flatiron comparatively recently, right?

RF:  Yeah, not too long ago.  That one in particular we were talking about earlier was maybe a year or two back.  It was interesting in that case because there were a number of parties, there were actually four or five parties that had scrambled up the seemingly easy terrain on the backside, found themselves stuck.  One of them had actually taken a short fall.  In the course of getting them off the face of the Second Flatiron, it actually started snowing very heavily, complicating the evacuation, making for an interesting challenge.

MB:  I’d say.  So, they didn’t have a rope?

RF:  No, just hikers that saw the easy terrain and went up and didn’t realize how hard it would be to down climb on the way back down.

IBG:  And we get a fair amount of that kind of stuff [with] the amount of people we have really close to the rock.  I mean, we get lots of really great rock climbers out there doing great stuff, but we also get people who have more limited experience or people with no experience and they’re just out playing in the outdoors and get themselves into trouble.

S:  So, what happens if you get rescued?  You know, God forbid, I have to be rescued.  But say I’m rescued – what’s the situation that occurs?

IBG:  It’s actually pretty straightforward.  I mean, people have a cell phone or something of that nature.  Or they find one if they don’t have one with them, and they call 911.  And, like most of the rescue groups that operate in Colorado, certainly, but [also] across the States, you call 911 and we get paged out just like an ambulance or whatever.  And it’s really important as someone who gets lost or injured, you know where you are and you can pass on important information to the emergency responders.  Then we just come and find you, and depending on whether you’re hurt or you’re lost, we take it from there.

MB:  You make an interesting point.  Talking about when you’re going in the outdoors, you have to be informed, and you have to have equipment, and you need to know what you’re doing.  Some people say there are ten basics for outdoor skills.  What would those ten basics be, gentlemen?

RF:  The ten essentials, I’m not going to run through the whole list, but if you wanted to just jump on google.com and type “ten essentials,” I guarantee you’ll find the list.  It’s the standard rain jacket, extra food and water, a flashlight…

S:  Knife, compass, map…

RF:  There you go, exactly.  The folks last night in Eldorado Canyon, their difficulty in getting down, there was some unfamiliarity with the descent, but then it also got dark on them, and they didn’t have any headlamps.  So, trying to make your way down the east slabs with snow and ice on them without a headlamp was obviously extremely challenging.  It might have been a very different situation – they might have actually been able to find their way down on their own if they at least had light to be able to work out their options.  That’s the idea behind the ten essentials, if you’ve got these few things with you, you’ve got a much better chance of being able to sort out your own problems.  There’re actually some people who are suggesting there’s one or two more that fit on that list now, as people are carrying cell phones and GPS, sort of the 11th and 12th items that are starting to get added in there.

MB:  What about a HAM radio?

RF:  Well, it’s interesting you should mention that.  There was an interesting rescue we had a few days ago, where a guy was up skiing in the backcountry, out the back gate from Eldora, the ski resort nearby.  He was a longtime backcountry skier in the area, and he’s also a longtime HAM radio operator.  He was out by himself and took a fall while skiing and ended up hurting his knee, but since he had his HAM radio, he fired it up.  He was able to get in touch with somebody down in Colorado Springs through the network of radio repeaters.  So, that guy called 911and was able to let us know and the skier also had a GPS, so again, another piece of that technology.  He was able to let us know his GPS locations, and that definitely sped up our ability to get in and find him and get him out.  It was starting to snow and he was getting cold and if he’d had to wait until someone noticed him missing and then we had to start a search just based on where his car was at a trailhead, it would have been a much longer night.  So, the technology definitely helped him out.

IBG:  But it actually brings up another interesting point, just recently.  And that’s, you have the technology but you need to know what it is and how to use it.  A cell phone is great, but if you don’t know where you are…  And we get a number of these [calls in], and just because of the mountains you could make your call in Boulder but you hit a cell tower way out in Thornton, or something like that.  And we get calls of, “Hey, I’m lost in Colorado,” and that doesn’t really help you very much.  So, you can have the technology, but you need to know the basic essentials from a mental perspective, not just your flashlight and your compass and things of that nature.  There’s actually been a recent thing with personal locater beacons here in Colorado which fit exactly into this.

MB:  Tell us about that.

IBG:  There was a gentleman who was out skiing.  He had gotten for a Christmas present a personal locater beacon, which is basically a little device that has a button on it and when you get into trouble you press that button and it sends a signal to a satellite relayed across the country.  And then it gets back to us saying, “Help me.  I’m at this location.”  And he thought it was an avalanche transceiver.  So, he was out skiing avalanche bowls and whenever he thought he was going into dangerous terrain he would turn on his beacon, which he thought was an avalanche beacon to help you if you get caught in avalanches, but it was actually an emergency locater beacon, telling everybody in the world, “I’m in trouble.  I’m here.”  He would get to the bottom of the slope and turn it off.  And we spent a number of months, the rescue groups in Colorado, trying to track this thing down.

MB:  A number of months!

IBG:  Yeah, a number of months.  Because it would come on as he skied the slopes.  It would be on for 15 minutes and then it would be off.  And the next weekend it would be some other place in Colorado, it would be on for 15 minutes and then it would be off.  But it’s just an example of someone who had a piece of equipment that they believed was helping them, but they didn’t really know what it was and how to use it, and it didn’t end up helping them very much.  It certainly didn’t help the rest of the community very much.

MB:  So, when Rocky Mountain Rescue was chasing this gentleman down, who was paying for that?  Was that all free?

RF:  It was all free.  We’re a volunteer group.  We’re a non-profit organization, so we exist on some donations and we get a little bit from the county and a little bit from the city, and then the other half of our budget comes from private donations.  But, our services are free.  We can talk about this more in a minute, but if you ended up being an injured climbing or something, once we’ve carried you out to the trailhead, if you ended up needing to go to the hospital in an ambulance, an ambulance might charge you for that ride.  But the rescue services that we provide are free and we work very hard to keep it that way.  All of the teams around the country that are associated with the national organization, the Mountain Rescue Association, pride ourselves on the fact that we provide these services for free.  We actually think it’s a safety issue.  Do you want to talk about that for a minute?

IBG:  I was just going to say that you mentioned that it was RMR that was kind of chasing these people around, when actually it was a network of a bunch of different search and rescue teams all across Colorado, all if it for free.  It’s important to understand that we’re one group of many groups that are all really dedicated to doing the same thing.

MB:  So, there are other teams.  What other teams are there?

IBG:  I can’t even tell you how many teams there are…

RF:  Our primary response area is Boulder County, so that includes beyond the local areas – the obvious climbing locations, Flatirons, Boulder Canyon, Eldorado – we actually go all the way up to the Continental Divide and cover a lot of the Indian Peaks, and technically, there’s a little bit of Rocky Mountain National Park in Boulder County, but the national park has their own rescue team.  And we will occasionally get up there on their bigger missions and assist them.  To the north of us, in Larimer County, there’s Larimer County Search and Rescue, and immediately south of us is Alpine Rescue Team in Evergreen, and then El Paso County Search and Rescue.  There’re a number of teams along the Front Range, and then as you get up into Summit County and Vail and on it that direction…there’s a number of teams around Colorado.

S:  How can I become a part of a team like this?  Is this open for anybody, or is it a selection process?  How does it go?

RF:  I think the answer to that is “yes,” on both questions.  It is technically open to anybody, but it is an application process and it takes awhile.  Usually it takes people a year or maybe a bit more.  Actually, it took me a year and a half to join the group.

S:  Now, do you need some extensive experience or some sort of resume to present?

RF:  Well, as far as the rescue techniques go, what we do is so specific, we have our own techniques and our own equipment.  We’ll actually teach you a lot of the rescue techniques.  Any background you have as a climber or mountaineer or any of those is obviously going to be beneficial.  But really what we’re looking for are people with outdoor experience that know how to take care of themselves in the outdoors, know how to dress, know how to deal with weather and food, and manage themselves in the outdoors.  If you happen to be a climber, if you happen to be a skier; all of these skills are definitely going to benefit us as a team.  But what’s much more important is if you can just take care of yourself in the backcountry, we can teach you rescue skills that you might need.

MB:  Tell us more about that.  You can teach us rescue skills?  Where can we learn that?

IBG:  There’s a lot of different ways to do it, but from a rescue organization standpoint, we really take the skills that people have and improve upon them.  So, if you’re a really good climber, then you’re going to come into the rescue group and you’re clearly going to focus on rock climbing activities.  We practice every other week and we work to expand people’s repertoire.  So, if you’re a rock climber, then you go out and you start practicing on the mountain stuff that we do or the search techniques and you, over time, build that expertise that you have and become more of a well-rounded rescuer.  You clearly do what you want to do – it’s all volunteer.  So, if you like playing on rock then you’re going to go and play on rock, and if you like snow then you’re going to go and play on the snow.

S:  Okay, so let’s say I make the team.  Who gets called on a particular mission?  How does that break down?

IBG:  Everybody gets called.  It happens through the 911 system.  We all carry little pagers on our belts or whatever and the pager goes off and people come when they can come.  So, some of us have jobs that we can’t get out of, some of us are students.  Anybody who can come comes and we kind of match the skill set that we need, and if we need more people we call them up, and if we’re set then everything is fine.  It really depends on the rescue.  Some of them…like last night, we had about ten people on that one and that was relatively straight forward.  We can have some that you need 30.  And so, it just really depends on the call.

RF:  If we get a bigger mission, that’s where we might start calling in these other teams nearby, just like we might go help them out if they have a really big mission.  Searches are the ones that end up taking huge amounts of people.  You might end up having as many as 100 people out on a given day.

MB:  What about bouldering rescues?  Do you do those?

RF:  We definitely have some bouldering rescues.  Obviously, the nature of bouldering, the people tend to be on the ground.  But we’ve certainly picked up plenty of people with a broken ankle or maybe a wrist or something like that.  I can think of several in the Crown Rock area.  They don’t tend to be the mid-face Eldorado Canyon kind of rescue, but they wouldn’t want to be walking out with that kind of injury, so it’s nice that we can come in and carry them out to an ambulance.

MB:  That was an interesting point you made.  I wanted to ask that.  Is there a place where there are more bouldering rescues than another place?  And if such is the case, what do you suggest to people so they climb safer there?

IBG:  I think the whole key is climbing safe for your particular skill level, your interest level, and then where you are.  So, climbing on the Third Flatiron is different than climbing in Eldo, or something of that nature, or part of different skills and different techniques.  And where we really see people who get into trouble are people that are used to climbing in one area, used to climbing in the gym, but go out and try something different without really getting the expertise down before [they] go into the new area.

MB:  That was Ian Baring-Gould from Rocky Mountain Rescue, along with Rich Farnham; he’s from Rocky Mountain Rescue, as well.  My name is Mike Brooks and in the studio with me is smoky and you’re listening to ClimbTalk.  So, in the rescue in Eldorado last night, they didn’t have headlamps.  Do you suggest this time of year, climbers bring your headlamps?

RF:  Absolutely.  The days are so short, particularly if you’re going to go try and do a multi-pitch route.  I believe the route that these guys did was Swanson’s Arete.  So, four or five pitches, depending on how you do it, and then a fairly complicated descent.  You got to make your way down.  Headlamps are so small these days there’s really no reason…if you’re leaving the ground and there’s any chance you might end up in the dark, I’d just throw one in my back pocket.  And this time of year as well, you might want to tie a jacket around your waist, or something like that.  It can go a long way.  The sun drops and it gets cold fast.  And maybe just a light daypack with a layer or two can really go a long way when it gets dark and it starts to get cold and you are able to keep moving rather than being pinned down because you’re so cold that it turns into a dangerous situation.  If you’ve got those few little things with you, you might be able to stretch your day out and get yourself out without any problems.

IBG:  It’s really amazing how fast things can turn into epics around here.

MB:  That’s a good point.

IBG:  A little bit of ice on a descent route or something of that nature can change your day.  So, it’s really good to be a little extra prepared when you’re out climbing this time of year.

S:  Currently, I think the avalanche conditions are moderately high and dangerous.

RF:  There’ve definitely been a few avalanches nearby, just natural avalanches, not even necessarily triggered avalanches.  If you’re a backcountry skier on the Front Range you know that we’ve got pretty tricky snow packs here.  You really have to be careful out there.  If you’re familiar with the CAIC, the Colorado Avalanche Information Center, their website’s a great resource for keeping up with what the current avalanche conditions are in the backcountry.  They also have an interesting page where they list recent avalanche accidents they’ve become aware of.  Through that site, there’ve been some reports recently of people who did kick off avalanches right here in the Indian Peaks.  One guy was actually fully buried and luckily his partner was able to dig him out in time.  They skied out under their own power and actually passed one of our teammates on their way out.

S: Amazing!

RF:  So, their day wrapped up with a happy ending, but you’ve got to be careful out there.  It could certainly go the other way pretty easily.

IBG:  It really gets back to your point Mike, that whether you’re bouldering or you’re skiing in the backcountry, of knowing your skill level and having the proper equipment to get in there and do it safely, however you define that.  We’re certainly not one to dictate whether you have to wear a helmet or not wear a helmet, its personal choice and that’s part of being in the outdoors and that’s why everybody loves to do it.  But understand what your skill level is, what kind of equipment that you have, and what your thresholds are for getting yourself into trouble and getting yourself out of trouble.  Just play it safe.

RF:  I think an interesting thing for climbers to try and think about is, essentially what we do is risky behavior.  And part of the enjoyment we get out of it is taking a bit of a risk and maybe succeeding or maybe failing, but, at least in my own climbing, the way I try and go forward…  Obviously, I see these rescues and I see someone who made a decision and I see the consequences of that.  So, you balance that in your own climbing when you go out and, “I’m going to get on this climb, is today a good day to do it?  Am I risking a fall?”  I guess I try and make sure that I’m aware of all the factors where I might be taking a risk and try and minimize those so that I’m aware of where I’m being risky and there isn’t something else that’s lurking that might get me in trouble, if that makes any sense…

MB:  It does.  You know, I want to talk about that rescue last night.  That one sounds kind of scary, dangerous.  Wasn’t it snowing last night?

IBG:  No, it actually wasn’t snowing, though people were worried about it.  We were expecting snow, and all the weather reports said we were going to get even worse rain or snow.  So, nothing like being in Eldo and having to do some of those descent routes under a layer of ice.  It certainly was challenging.  It required people going up the East Slabs, which people in Boulder know about, but it’s a pretty tricky ascent or descent and in this case it was covered in snow and ice.  So, you’re going up there in rock shoes, but you’re not quite sure whether you should bring your crampons in addition.  So, it was a little sporty, but ended up being pretty straight forward.  Climbing up there required a 600 foot rappel off.  The guys had climbed up and had tried to go down this descent route, but really didn’t know where it was…

S:  So let me ask you, did you bring a really long rope?

IBG:  We brought a lot of really long rope.

S:  That’s amazing!  Okay, I mean…600 feet of rope?  That’s the advantage to being on a rescue team!

MB:  So, who has to carry the rope?

IBG:  The person with the strongest back or the weakest mind, one of those two.  No, everybody carries whatever needs to happen; it’s the person who has more energy at that point.  But, it was an interesting one.  It required…to take these two people off, they were about a pitch down, one of them had actually gotten off the rope and was standing on a little ledge…

MB:  What!?  He untied?

IBG:   He was untied.  And the other person had taken a fall; was okay but certainly was shaken up.  They probably would have survived the night, but they were certainly grateful that people could come and get them, which is really the service that we provide to the people of Boulder as well as the people of Colorado.

S:  Totally free, I remind you.  The rescue service is totally free.

IBG:  Exactly.  One of our mantras is we’re not going to charge for rescue, because we’re worried about this.  I mean, [the] guys up there…if it had rained, they had some warm gear but they certainly weren’t outfitted, hanging out 600 feet above the deck, standing on a little ledge…little dicey.  We don’t want people to be worried about the fact that, “If we have to call, we might get charged,” or anything of that nature.  We are free, we want people to call, because it ends up being safer for us, and that’s one of the critical things.  If it had rained or it had snowed and we were going up there in a hail storm, that would have been a little more painful.  So, better to call early and we’ll deal with it at that point.

MB:  So, just another day in the office, then…

IBG:  Well, except that all of us have real jobs and so this just another night in the office, or a night in the other office, or something like that.

MB:  What drives you rescue guys?  This is dangerous and scary and risky and takes a lot of time.  What’s that all about?  You guys are really sticking your necks out.

RF:  It’s an interesting challenge.  My background, I came at this from being a climber for a long time and also working on the ambulance as a paramedic.  And there was an interesting way to combine those two things, two things that I really enjoyed.  You end up helping people and you get an interesting personal challenge and you also go a lot of places you wouldn’t have gone otherwise.  I’ve been in some truly beautiful places.  You’re out skiing in the middle of the night and the moon comes out and you’re out searching for somebody but suddenly you look around and you’re in this incredibly gorgeous place.  So, you end up having experiences you wouldn’t have otherwise, and that’s even aside from the interactions you have with a patient, where you made a difference in their outcome.  Obviously, that’s gratifying, but I think if you were only doing it for what you got back from your patients…there isn’t a whole lot of that, and that’s not what really drives most of us.  It’s usually something personal; it’s something that you get out of it.  So, for me it’s the challenge, it’s the problem-solving.  Certainly, every call we go on is a little bit different and you have to take it all in in real-time and try to sort it out and come up with a good solution and solve the problem.

IBG:  I would say if you asked five rescuers you would get six reasons why they do it, so it’s really diverse.  But, it’s wanting to give back to the community, it’s a love for the outdoors, it’s a love for the sense of adventure that you get.  Everybody has a different reason to do it.

RF:  And you know another great reason that keeps a lot of us motivated is [our] teammates.  I can certainly say that some of my best friends are my fellow teammates on the rescue team.  It’s much like your climbing partners.  You develop that bond with your fellow rescue teammate that is really a special thing.  It keeps you going and makes you want to go out on the next one and do some more of it.

MB:  I want to do rescue now.  How do people get involved?  I understand you have an office in the building here, in the UMC?

RF: That’s correct.  We actually have a student chapter of the rescue group that’s a recognized student group on the University of Colorado campus.  We maintain an office in the UMC, like any other student groups.  And we also hold our regular meetings on campus.  We meet the first, third, and if there is a fifth Wednesday of every month in a room on campus.  You can go to our website, its rockymountainresuce.org, and you can see the schedule of our meetings.  We meet on a Wednesday night and have a few hour lecture.   These are open to the public, so if you were interested in joining the team, that’s how you would get started.  Come by and check out the meetings or a lecture and see what we’re all about.  And that’s followed up always on Sunday by a practice, a field training, where we meet at our headquarters, over in east Boulder, and head off somewhere to go practice a particular skill.

IBG:  But I would certainly say your radio show, Mike, covers a larger area, and so just check out your local rescue group.  Every group is a little bit different, every group has a different way to get into it, different requirements and things of that nature, but I can almost guarantee you that every rescue group in the nation is always looking for interested people that want to come out and play.  So, just track down your local rescue group and give them a call.

MB:  There was a big rescue in Eldorado a couple years ago.  It was quite a dramatic, intense rescue.  Tell us about that.

RF:  We’ve come to call it the Doub-Griffith mission, for the route that it took place on, down in Eldorado Canyon.  Basically, the accident that occurred was, if you’re familiar with the route, on the first pitch of the route a large rock came off when the party was leading it.

MB:  How come it came off?

RF:  I believe it had been loose for awhile.  There were some posts on mountainproject.com where people were saying we need to watch out for this flake.  I believe as he led past it just came right out with him and he started falling, with the rock essentially in his lap.  It glanced off the leader as the rope came tight and actually went down and landed on the belayer’s legs.  The belayer did a truly admirable job of holding the fall and was able to lower his partner back down to the ledge.  So, now you have not only an injured lead climber but also an injured belayer.  The rock was, I believe, still actually on his legs.  I might be a little off on some of the details there.  Luckily, it was a busy day in Eldorado Canyon, and there were a lot of climbers nearby that came to his initial aid and also got the word out to us to come in.  If you know that area of Eldorado Canyon near Super Slab, it’s a pretty tough area to get to.

MB:  Super Slab.  That’s the real thing.

RF:  Yeah, and it’s a tough spot to get to from above, which is the easiest way to do a rescue.  We can certainly do it from below, but if we can come in from above, we can work with gravity in our favor.

MB:  So, what did you guys do, come in up or down?

RF:  Well, I was actually on the road working with the guy who was hiking in to try and size up how that was going to work.  Luckily, in that case, the climbers in the area had dropped a fixed line to the ground.  So, while we were evaluating, are we going to send people around:  we’d have to go all the way up the East Slabs, down the Chockstone Chimney, then get out to the top of Super Slab, and then come in at the top of that.  It would have been really tricky.  So, the fact that there was a decent anchor nearby and they were able to drop the fixed line meant that our EMT who was going in the first wave of folks was just able to jug right up that line and start evaluating the medical care that needed to be done.  We were able to work the rescue from the ground that way where we just hauled the litter up, other rescuers jugged up fixed lines, and we did the whole thing from the ground and lowered him down that way.  It’s not as typical for us, but it worked very well in that situation.

IBG:  It’s certainly an example of why you need a lot of people.  In a situation like this you might get there, you might actually send two teams in, one in from the top, one in from the bottom, and see who gets there first.  The idea is to get to the injured party and get them out as fast as you can.  So, it ends up taking a lot of people to be able to pull something like this off.  And then, of course, once you get them on the wall and you pass them into the medical and that kind of stuff, you get them off the wall, then you have to get them down to the parking lot.  The ambulances are going to drive up there to them.  And so, bringing them down, and in the case of Eldo, you have to take them across the creek.  That’s a whole other system you have to worry about.

MB:  That’s intense.  Are there any rescue competitions, like firemen have competitions?

RF:  There may be somewhere, but it’s not anything I’m familiar with.  I think what’s interesting that we do that I want to mention is that the regional teams, we go through a re-accreditation process within that national organization we were talking about earlier, the Mountain Rescue Association.  We go around and test each other to make sure that everybody is still operating safely and can solve all the sorts of problems that we expect each other to be able to solve.  So, it’s not so much of a competition, it’s more of a making sure that everybody is performing rescues at a high standard.

IBG:  And then we do a lot of cross training with them.  A lot times, if we get something really big, we’re going to be sucking in people from the teams that are next door to us.  So, a fair amount of cross training so that everybody is kind of familiar with everybody’s systems and know each other so that you can really do these bigger things when you need to.  That’s when you don’t have time to sweat the details, if you’ve got someone mid-wall that you have to get to.  So, you bring in the people and everybody kind of fits in like a glove and gets the job done.

MB:  That was Ian Baring-Gould along with Rich Farnham from Rocky Mountain Rescue.  We’ve been talking about rescuing in the Rocky Mountains and what it means to be a rescuer with the Rocky Mountain Rescue group.  Gentlemen, thank you for joining us.  smoky, talk us out.

S:  Thanks for joining us for ClimbTalk.  This is KVCU 1190, home of the ‘Buffs.


